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This article offers a multidisciplinary analysis of the 
structure of persuasive arguments. Following an introduction, the article 
contains five main parts, each of which is discussed extensively: (1) 

descriptions of ideas from the fields of law, communication theory, and 
argumentation theory that analyze the nature of persuasion and the structure 
of persuasive messages; (2) discussion of the work of the informal logician, 
Stephen Toulmin, and his model for persuasive arguments; (3) exploration of 
ideas about argumentation and argument structure in the literature of 
cognitive psychology and computer science; (4) discussion of "rebuttals" as 
potent argumentative devices; and (5) the proposal of a new model for 
persuasive arguments which simultaneously builds on and modifies Toulmin ' s 
model. An appendix presents a full-text argument. Contains 79 notes and seven 
figures. (CR) 
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A MULTIDISCIPLINARY ANALYSIS OF THE 
STRUCTURE OF PERSUASIVE 
ARGUMENTS 



Paul T. Wangerin* 



I. Introduction 

People in various professional fields who talk or write about 
the process of “persuasion," and, consequently, the “struc- 
ture" of persuasive arguments, seem to assume that the only 
people who have anything of value to say about these two re- 
lated topics are people from within the professional field to 
which the speakers or writers themselves belong. For example, 
when lawyers and legal educators discuss persuasion and per- 
suasive arguments they appear, for the most part, to be inter- 
ested only in the ideas of other lawyers and legal educators. 
Likewise, when journalists and journalism educators talk and 
write about persuasion and persuasive arguments, they seem 
convinced that no one other than someone trained or exper- 
ienced in journalism could have anything worthwhile to say 
about the topics. One can say the same things about debaters 
and communication theorists, indeed about any group of peo- 
ple who study and use persuasive arguments. 

The present analysis attempts to break free of this parochial- 
ism. It argues that anyone who is interested in the process of 
persuasion — including “editorialists, propagandists, advertis- 
ers, political campaigners, ministers, lawyers, courtiers, and se- 
ducers" 1 — can learn from anyone who is interested in the art of 
persuasion. The article includes five main parts. Part II, which 
follows this introduction, briefly describes ideas from the fields 
of law, communication theory, and argumentation theory that 
analyze the nature of persuasion and the structure of persua- 
sive messages. Part III contains an elaborate discussion of the 
work of the informal logician, Stephen Toulmin. In particular, 
it considers Toulmin’s model for persuasive arguments. Part IV 
of the paper explores ideas about argumentation and argument 
structure in the literature of cognitive psychology and com- 

* Associate Prolessor of l.aw, John Marshall Law School. 

1 Herbert W. Simons. The Rhetorical Turn: Invention and Persuasion in the 
Conduct of Inquiry 3 (1990). 
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